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Abstract. The Thirteenth Tale is a contemporary Gothic novel written by Diane
Setterfield, in which the author included various elements of the original 18th century
genre, building up her plot and basing her characters on different classic works that are
scattered throughout the storyline. This essay deals with the intertextuality between the
book and one of the classic narratives it references, The Turn of the Screw by Henry
James. The main focus of the paper is on the phenomenon of twins that characterizes
both fictions. For attentive readers both the analogy and dichotomy between the two
novels are evident, though Setterfield’s story introduces a new third sibling, giving to
her own chain of events a fresh, eerie extension and a complexity to the plot.
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1 Introduction: authorship and toil within the Gothic genre
Throughout The Thirteenth Tale, readers realize that the Gothic novel is still very
much alive in the 21 century. The genre, considered to have been born with the
publication of Horace Walpole’s The Castle of Otranto in 1764, has since then had a
long string of authors and works embracing that particular way of writing. Diane
Setterfield is yet another link in the chain of gothic novels, among which, to name
only a few, are also found great English works such as Frankenstein, A Christmas
Carol, and The Picture of Dorian Gray. The Gothic genre developed some of its main
features since the very beginning: a gloomy setting, a solitary place, where terrible
secrets are jealously kept, and where the characters are haunted by their past. Usually,
unresolved conflicts and crimes resurface by a circumstance that sets in motion their
long awaited freedom.
In her book, Setterfield embraced these characteristics, developing them according
to modern times, though keeping its basic elements easily recognizable. The plot
delves into the past of its two main characters, Vida Winter an acclaimed English

novelist, and Margaret Lea, her young biographer. The device used, a story within a
story, and all the literary references that are many times reported in her novel, create a
convincing web that unravels itself through new Gothic features masked into fresh,
and chilling details. Published for the first time in 2006, it was Setterfield’s debut
novel, the first literary work of a former academic, who has afterwards published two
more works, Bellman & Black in 2013, and Once Upon a River in 2018.
After deceiving the public for over six decades, giving to various journalists, who
were hunting for details about her life, intricate tales that invariably turned out to be
false, in The Thirteenth Tale Winter hires Lea, and while they are secluded in her
house in the English moors with just a housekeeper and a gardener, Vida tells
Margaret what has been haunting her for an entire lifetime. The house and the family
of Angelfield, and their faithful servants, who kept their masters’ secrets far away
from the society, lived their lives hand in hand with insanity and crime, leaving
behind them the seeds for three new tragic destinies, the twins Adeline and Emmeline,
and their little, unnamed sister, who grew up into Vida Winter.
The novel is not just a Gothic work which borrowed from its predecessors
elements of plot, setting, and characterization. Its appallingly clear references, and the
more subtle intertextuality with some of the major novels of the English literature,
such as Jane Eyre (1847), Wuthering Heights (1847), Woman in White (1859-60), and
The Turn of the Screw (1898) provide to the reading experience a profounder and
richer insight in what are the themes of the past, and how they changed, at least on the
surface, in the present. James’s The Turn of the Screw is the work analyzed in this
paper, as a basis to Setterfiled’s The Thirteenth Tale, and the intertextual elements
between the two novels are thick. The plot of James’s novel is short, though dense.
On a Christmas Eve the guests of an old house tell to each other ghost stories, and one
of the guests, a character named Douglas, reads to his little audience a manuscript
about a governess that he used to know, and her experience with the Bly Twins, Flora
and Miles, and their maid, Mrs. Grose. The house is haunted by two ghosts, Peter
Quint a former valet, and Miss Jessel, the ex-governess of the twins, and these two
characters have been in a relationship, and apparently were a very bad influence on
the children. It seems that only the new governess sees the ghosts, and she tries to
protect the children from them. Her efforts lead to the removal of Flora and Mrs.
Grose from Bly, and the death of Miles.
Both works have a lot in common: isolation, identity, loss and death. A secluded,
big house, two children basically left to themselves, a governess who tries to educate
and protect them, and old and good-natured maid. Both works share the main
concepts of the bravery of a young woman and her trying to protect children left in
her care. In fact, both governesses deal with troubled children, where in James the
unnamed young lady is inexperienced, while in Setterfield. Hester has a solid
background from previous employments abroad. Both ladies undertake the burden of
carrying for a large house and all of its inhabitants, and none has external support.
When it comes to loss, in Setterfield’s story this concept is seen since the title of the
book, which derived from the first published book by Vida Winter: “Thirteen Tales of
Change and Desperation”. The collection of short stories contained only twelve of
them, and was subsequently republished omitting the number “thirteen”. The title
itself gives the first hint of absence, and it is absence and lack of things,
circumstances, and people the thread that connects all the elements of the plot. In

James’s novelette, loss is underlined by the twin’s lost innocence, and imaginary or
real hints of misbehavior, the lack of presence by their tutor, who has not to be
disturbed under any circumstances, and Flora and Miles’ total exclusion of trust in the
new governess. They pretend to like her, their behavior with the young lady is
exceptional, but they never permit her presence in their own little, protected world.
Though, as Henry James’s The Turn of the Screw, The Thirteenth Tale is mainly a
novel about siblings that are almost twins, at least their behavior resembles the one of
twins, while in Setterfield’s case this device turns out to stretch to a third, younger
child which is Vida Winter, and the lack of the twin in Margaret’s case. This paper
deals this difference, the sibilings in James’s case, and the introduction of a third
daughter, and the death of yet another twin daughter in The Thirteenth Tale.

2
Intertextuality: the twin phenomenon and its changes in
Setterfield’s modern Gothic fiction

2.1 The Gothic Twins: yesterday - Flora and Miles, today - Adeline and
Emmeline
The double has been represented many times in the gothic fiction:
The terms “double” and “doppelgänger” are often used interchangeably in
gothic scholarship, as there is no formal definition for the gothic double;
though it can be generally understood as a physical representation of the
division of the self, with two figures representing opposing sides of a goodevil dichotomy. (https://editions.covecollective.org/edition/were-wolf/doublegothic-fiction)

The device of the double (as in the case or Robert Louis Stevenson’s The Strange
Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, 1839) or the twins’ \ siblings have been used several
times in literature, and not just in the Gothic genre. This paper deals specifically with
the one of the twins, through the selected works by Henry James and Diane
Setterfield. De facto, this stratagem exists in literature and mythology since ancient
times (the Roman god Janus), and has always been used to depict the duplicity of
human nature. The unwritten rule wants the children to be physically very much alike,
though one is good-natured and one is wicked, which completes and compensates
them in the eyes of the other characters and circumstances. In The Turn of the Screw,
Flora and Miles are not twins, but they are near in age, and they have been
represented as being very beautiful, and at the same time very smart and sly children:
“To gaze into the depths of blue of the child’s eyes and pronounce their
loveliness a trick of premature cunning was to be guilty of a cynicism in
preference to which I naturally preferred to abjure my judgement and, so far
as might be, my agitation. (…) – that with their little voices in the air, their
pressure on one’s heart and their fragrant faces against one’s cheek,
everything fell to the ground but their incapacity and their beauty. It was a

pity that, somehow, to settle this once and for all, I had equally to reenumerate the signs of subtlety that, in the afternoon, by the lake, had made a
miracle of my show of self-possession.” (James, 1994 : 50-51)

The young governess is tremendously fond of the children, yet, at the same time, she
is aware of their bad nature. In the scene above, Flora has just seen the ghost of the
former Miss Jessel, and yet, even if only a child, she is perfectly capable to disguise
her surprise, and even to hide with ease her knowledge of the ghost’s presence. Her
wickedness resembles more a grown up person, than a little girl. By now, the
governess knows that the children are haunted and governed by their ex friends, but
she cannot resist Flora and Miles’s charm, and wants to save their lives at any cost. In
fact, the price will turn out, at the end, to be unbearably high, as in the exact moment
in which the governess succeeds to extrapolate the child from the clutches of Peter
Quint's evil ghost, Miles dies.
In The Thirteenth Tale the twins Adeline and Emmeline are depicted differently,
even though their connection and relationship mirrors a coin with two different sides,
which can never be separated. Adeline is the aggressive one, Emmeline, on the
contrary is very placid, and more malleable, and will endure whatever comes from
Adeline:
“For a start there was the fighting. Adeline would fly at her sister, fists and
feet flailing, yanking at hair and landing blows wherever she could. She
chased her sister wielding red-hot colas in the fire tongs. The missus hardly
knew what worried her more: Adeline’s persistent and merciless aggression,
or Emmeline’s constant, ungrudging acceptance of it. (…) The Missus had
never once known Emmeline to raise a hand against Adeline. She had the
goodness of two children in her, and Adeline the wickedness of two. In a way,
the Missus thought, it made sense.” (Setterfield 2006: 81)

Another characteristic of the Angelfield twins is about their language, which is
different, as the girls do not speak properly, especially not to each other:
“Their voices rose in squeals and swooped down in whispers. From any
distance you’d have thought in the lively, free-flowing chatter of ordinary
children. But her heart sank. It was no language she had ever heard. Not
English, and not the French that she had got used to when George’s Mathilde
was alive and that Charlie still used with Isabelle. John was right. They didn’t
speak properly.” (Setterfield 2006 : 82-83)

Adeline and Emmeline represent a whole person divided in two halves, and that is
why they cannot live without each other. The difference between them and Flora and
Miles are many. James’s children share the same nuances of character, while Adeline
and Emmeline are very different. The two children of The Turn of the Screw keep
themselves together against the world, where in The Thirteenth Tale Emmeline is the
one who offers a breach to the governess and to the Missus, and later to Ambrose, the
young gardener. In James’s case, the children are divided only in the last chapter, and
this leads to Miles’s death. In Setterfield’s case, when Hester and Dr. Maudsley decide
to experiment with the twins, in order to improve their upbringing, the division causes
big trauma, and a light deterioration of Adeline and Emmeline’s relationship.

“The separation of the twins was no ordinary separation. Imagine surviving an
earthquake. When you come to, you find the world unrecognizable. The
horizon is in a different place. The sun has changed color. Nothing remains of
the terrain you know. As for you, you are alive. But it’s not the same as living.
It’s no wonder the survivors of such disasters so often wish they had perished
with others.“ (Setterfield 2006 : 183)

After the twins are reunited, the separation has changed their relationship, even if at
the beginning they are not aware of it. The reader does not know it still, but Emmeline
has bonded with her younger sister, the unnamed daughter of the rape of some peasant
girl and Charlie Angelfield, the lord of the house and the estate. This introduction of a
new character who is closely bonding with Emmeline, and comforting her while
Adeline is secluded in the doctor’s house, gives to the plot and to the twin
phenomenon a whole new twist. It is the beginning of a light separation that will
continue throughout the novel, until Emmeline’s pregnancy, the birth of Aurelius, and
Adeline’s death in the fire.
2.2 The Contemporary development of the Twin device in The Thirteenth Tale
One of the most important features of the Gothic genre is that it holds ghosts. The
Turn of the Screw has two, Peter Quint and Miss Jessel, so while unraveling his story,
James introduced what is considered to be one of the pillars of this specific literary
category. Unlike its predecessors, The Thirteenth Tale deals with a ghost that actually
turns out to be a little girl in flesh and blood, a child that has never been given a
chance to hold an identity, or to grow like other children do. Through this little girlghost Setterfield introduced a new device, twisting and pushing the boundaries of the
plot further than her predecessors. On the other hand, the author deals with the twin
phenomenon in a slightly different manner, than other writers did before her:
Margaret, one of the two main characters of her story is an “amputee”, i.e. she has lost
her twin sister Moira at birth, because the two babies had only one heart. In Vida
Winter’s case, the clues of a ghost-extra character are scattered all over the story,
which is untangled only by its end, when Margaret understands the existence of a
third daughter:
“”I am going to tell you a story about twins”, Miss Winter had called after me
that first evening in the library, when I was on the verge of leaving. Words
that with their unexpected echo of my own story attached me irresistibly to
hers. Once upon a time there were two baby girls… Except trhat now I knew
better. She had pointed me in the right direction that very first night, if I only
had known how to listen. “Do you believe in ghosts Miss Lea?” she asked me.
“I am going to tell you a ghost story.” And I had told her, “Some other time”.
But she had told me a ghost story. Once upon a time there were two baby
girls…Or alternatively: Once upon a time there were three.“ (Setterfield 2006
: 349)

After these lines, the author points out to the readers some parts of the story that can
now be understood in a new light. Where there seemed to have been a ghost, now is

clear that actually there was a new little character. After this revelation, all the
purposeful shadows traced over the plot are clear. The Gothic elements still persist,
and impregnate the text, though the ghost is not so scary anymore, even if the story of
the unnamed girl is terrible, and her life has been saved by the good-hearted Missus
and John-the-Dig, the Angelfield’s gardener. This little creature will take Adeline’s
place, name, and life after the last one dies in the fire that destroys their house, and
soon afterwards she will change her name in Vida Winter, the narrator of the story. It
is, most of all, this lack of identity of the little girl, that will determine the future life
of the acclaimed author Vida Winter, and it is also the introduction by Setterfield of
this little character that changes the twin phenomenon in her own Gothic story, giving
it a whole new dimension and possibilities, that otherwise would have stayed confined
in a world of two.
2.3 Twin or “Amputee”?
The third “twin” is not the only novelty Setterfiled introduced in her work.
Margaret, the biographer also has a story that hunts her from the past. During her
infancy, she discovers, by pure chance, a little tin box under her parents’ bed, and
inside there is the information about another baby born the same day she was, named
Moira. This other twin died, as the two were connected by one single heart. A
doctor’s decision on the spot decides that Margaret is the one to stay alive. Since
Margaret discovers this secret, she understands the feeling of something missing that
has always been part of her. In time, this presence starts to haunt her:
“I turned the handle and let the door swing open. There was movement! My
sister! Almost I took a step toward her. Almost. Then I realized. A mirror.
Shadowy with dirt and tarnished with dark spots that looked like ink. I looked
down to the floor I had been about to step onto. There were no boards, only a
drop of twenty feet onto hard stone flags. I knew now what I had seen, yet still
my heart continued its frenzy.” (Setterfield 2006 : 130-131)

Margaret was at Angelfield, she wanted to take some picture of the old house before it
got destroyed (at its place a hotel was to be built), and she saw her own image in an
old mirror, though this passage depicts her deep longing for Moira. The duplicated
figure in the mirror shakes the young lady’s feelings, as one more time it reminds her
of her incompleteness. In the twin’s way, the single divided into two selves is severed
from the beginning, and Margaret cannot accept it. Furthermore, her feelings are
described:
“I needed a lost language. One in which I could communicate with the lost. I
used to write one special word over and over again. My sister’s name. A
talisman. I folded the word into elaborate miniature origami, kept my pleat of
paper always close to me.” (Setterfield 2006 : 252)

Margaret, whose life revolved around books and the written word, tried different
ways to make a connection, to bond with, and to keep her dead’s sister’s presence
alive. This persistence in searching for something that has been gone for a long time

provides a clear image of the girl’s feelings, longings, and solitude. In the book there
is no evidence of Margaret’s social life, or special bonding with anyone outside her
father. Even her relationship with the mother was very difficult, and in time the two
women got very distant from each other.
2.5 Conclusion
The Thirteenth Tale, is a contemporary Gothic novel where the main victim is not
a ghost, or a long dead twin, but a third, unnamed daughter. The novel deals with
twins, and siblings, but the most important part of the books is the development of the
twin device in the 21st century: Setterfield presented a novel where the twins are
actually not the main characters, but an important subplot. The story is about an extra
layer, provided by the introduction of another daughter, Vida Winter, and by the lost
Margaret’s twin Moira. The addition and loss are playing a double role in the whole
work: can we live if not part of a twin? Can we survive as single entities? Can we
reach a complete, entire happiness if half of us does not exist, or has been long dead?
The answers to all these questions are yes, as both Margaret and Vida accept their
destiny, and try to get the best out of it. Vida takes Adeline’s personality, and takes
care for Emmeline for the rest of their lives, while Margaret, once the biography is
completed, and Vida and Emmeline are dead, decides to continue with her life,
leaving Moira, finally, in the past.
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